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The motivation of spiritual warriors 

Not that you don’t know, but to remind one and all about the importance of motivation. We all need 

to set out as sound a motivation as possible. On my part as someone who gives talk, I need to have 

the motivation to help other people understand Dharma. A well, I need to give the teaching in order 

that all sentient beings may benefit from the merit I gain from delivery of the teaching. On the part of 

listeners, you also need to have unsoiled motivation – meaning that we listen to the teaching with a 

view to bringing the greatest benefit of enlightenment for all sentient beings. So if one and all have 

the same motivation then it seems that what we do together here will become quality Dharma 

practice.  

It is said that there is huge, mammoth difference between doing something out of self-interest and 

doing something out of other-interest. For example, there are two people: one who is quite concerned 

about self-interest of health, wellbeing, material resources and always wishes that they never suffer 

from any sickness, they never have any problems and they want the best. Obviously that is 

understandable, it is justifiable as they want to be happy. But there is another person who is prepared 

to undergo all kinds of hardships through practice while rendering service to other people, to the 

community, because they think to themselves, “When it comes to working for others, bringing the 

greater good of the whole community, I don’t mind facing any level any degree of difficulties on the 

body and mind.” Although both of them want instinctively to be happy, they want happiness in quite 

different ways.  

As just mentioned, both of these people are exactly the same in terms of their instinctive longing for 

happiness, instinctive longing for freedom from any degree of problems and hardships. To this end, 

they both engage in some degree of practice: one who wishes to be happy just for himself or herself, 

they undertake some practice; the other person wants the community of all sentient beings to be 

happy, and to this end they apply themselves to some practice. Whilst they both seeks happiness, the 

scope of their motivation is vastly different and therefore the amount of merit they gather from 

respective virtues will also vary accordingly.  

Bodhisattvas are spiritual warriors; ‘sem’ means mind, ‘pa’ means courageous, dauntless – people 

with dauntless courage to achieve maximal goodness for others. Bodhisattvas are Mahayana spiritual 

practitioners who only seek the good of others and to this end they even pray, “If I suffer and that 

brings good for others, may I suffer; if I face difficulties and that brings good for others, may I face 

difficulties.” They even pray, “If I face death and it brings good for others, may I die.” They are not 

afraid of dying when they know what they do will bring the desired outcome of benefit to others.  

For example if such a bodhisattva has a severe headache like a migraine, they are quite happy because 

they think to themselves, “This migraine has happened and now let’s take this opportunity to take 

upon the pain of migraine that all other sufferers have.” Rather than feeling self-pity and depressed, 

they welcome the opportunity the migraine gives to exchange ones goodness for others migraine and 

suffering.  
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Motivation obviously plays crucial part in forming the scope, magnitude of practice that one 

undertakes. It is quite clear to see that there is a huge difference in thinking between someone who 

thinks for their own kind and another who thinks for the good of others. It’s not that when you think 

only for the good of others, you will be left behind – as a by-product, your own good will be incidentally 

met when one acts selflessly for others. A question may sometimes arise, “Why should I bother about 

the welfare of other people if only I can achieve what is good for me - that is what matters?” But such 

thinking is quite limited and unfruitful.  

Somebody who undertakes some practice, praying to the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha for their own 

success material spiritual success and they meditate and what not, is it Dharma? It is Dharma, but 

limited. When we realise that we need to practice Dharma or we need to incorporate spiritual values 

into our actions, we may as well go for the biggest goal with the vastest motivation: do the practice, 

but for the greatest good of all beings in a genuine uncontrived way. Then, practice which needs to be 

done is done along with that kind of motivation and there is no doubt that it will be good quality.  

In order to practice and incorporate our understanding of the teaching of Buddha with the maximum 

motivation, first of all we need to know what constitutes the basic framework of the teaching of the 

Buddha. There are many topics, for example things like the four truths of Aryas, or the two ontological 

truths, the basic framework of refuge and so on. These are the basis foundation of practice.  

Taking a long-term view  

Another point that we need to remember that will sustain our practice is take a long-term view that 

spiritual progress, journey to full spiritual awakening is a long-term process. A process which if you 

keep at will give incremental results. For that, we need to have a sense of determination, stickability, 

to keep at and programme ones thinking that what one has embarked on is not a quick-fix. It’s going 

to take time, and therefore I am prepared no matter how long it takes. If you don’t have that kind of 

mind-set from the outset and you think spiritual transformation can be an overnight issue, it will lead 

to disillusionment later on as no realisation will come that quickly. As a result, one will become 

disheartened and this sense of disheartenment will lead to total failure. 

The same thing applies to our mundane work: if one has a project to do, one needs to have courage 

to start and see it to the end and not give in to the pressure that comes from different sources, but to 

keep at it. And as one keeps at it the project incrementally is done, it does get finished in time. The 

point here is, we need to have a long-term view to sustain the practice: no matter what happens you 

will not give in to different pressures.  

One needs to start making a difference by acting. Thinking positively is also acting. One needs to act, 

and taking that action will make a difference. As one acts one has opened one’s heart towards Buddhas 

and bodhisattvas, who like the sun shines equal rays of compassion for all, to help. The moment one 

acts, one has expressed openness to receive help, compassionate assistance from Buddhas and 

bodhisattvas, which is their ultimate goal, to help. Therefore, as we act in different practices then we 

will receive assistance from them in different ways; if you don’t act, make a different right here and 

now, then it is as if one has turned away from the sun. Like a cave which was facing north now turns 

to the south in southern hemisphere, will not receive any light of the sun. In the same way, we need 

to act to open our heart for transformative assistance.  

When possible, we should allocate some time – if not a great chunk of time – to practice. Practice 

which if one does it, with the kind of motivation I talked about before, then through the practice it will 

ensure your own wellbeing in the process of deliberately ensuring the goodness or happiness of 

others.  
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Refuge precepts of the Buddha 

Now I would like to continue from where we left of on Sunday teachings. In the last few Sundays, I 

spent time talking about the nature of three jewels, Buddha Dharma and Sangha, and the nature of 

refuge in them and how refuge is the foundation of all Buddhist practice. Now once we have gone for 

refuge, we do need to know some of the precepts – the do’s and don’ts. The precepts comes in two 

categories: do’s and don’ts. Normally they talk about the prohibited precepts, the other one is the 

things we need to proactively engage in with regard to Buddha, Dharma and Sangha.  

Why do I insist on talking about precepts? That is because we need to be clear who we are turning to, 

to seek help for liberation from entire cyclic existence. As someone has said, Buddha Dharma and 

Sangha are refuge for those who seek liberation. Indeed if our core business is to seek total liberation 

of the mind from delusions and karma, then we need to turn to those who are themselves in the state 

beyond mundane suffering. Therefore, by implication, it will be against our core interest to turn to 

somebody else who is not beyond mundane existence to get help to be free from samsara. However, 

that is not to say that we cannot respect other sources like mundane gods and goddesses – or for that 

matter different religious traditions. We can turn to mundane sources of power for temporary help, 

but not for the ultimate.  

Not let’s be specific. What is the prohibitive and what is the proactive precepts going for refuge in the 

Buddha? 

When taking refuge in the Buddha, what is one not allowed to do? One is not allowed to take refuge 

in mundane powerful gods like Brahma for example and worldly deities. If one goes for refuge to these 

gods and goddesses it immediately puts an end to your refuge in the Buddha. For example, yesterday 

we went to the stupa and we had a smoke incense offering and part of that involves seeking help for 

success from local denizens who live on land, subterraneous denizens and so on, who have been there 

long before humans arrived. The land belongs to them, for example, so we need to seek their help; 

but we turn to them for help for success in temporal matters not in ultimate spiritual matters. If we 

were to go for refuge to them in ultimate spiritual matters, that act of turning to them will nullify the 

very act of refuge in the Buddha. Therefore the first ‘no’ is one will not turn to anybody short of the 

Buddhas.  

I’m not sure if spirit worship is prevalent in the West or some parts of the West, but in places like India, 

Nepal and Tibet people have small shrines and in the shrine there will be an image of the god or spirit, 

quite wrathful looking. It is embellished with so many ribbons and flowers and so on and people 

worship that image. A lot of people who don’t understand Dharma they think such a spirit will save 

them. But for a Buddhist who has taken refuge in the dharma by precept refuge one is prohibited for 

turning to such a spiritual for refuge form samsaric existence.  

In Tibet, which is the land of Buddhism, there are people who do turn to powerful spirit forces. There 

would be a cave of the spirit and the local people offer some of their livestock – their yak, sheep, cow 

to them – not sacrificial, but the whole life offering and then no person can abuse the animal or kill 

the animal, mistreat the animal. If the animal is offered to the spirit and is mistreat and abused, then 

the person concerned will receive some retribution. So people think there is some power in that, but 

it would be utterly wrong to consider this refuge. Refuge in them is prohibited. Refuge in worldly gods 

like Brahma, Indra and the lot, refuge in worldly spirits is prohibited by the principle of refuge in the 

Buddha.  

In Tibet it seems that a lot of Tibetans are farmers and they have worked hard for the year and they 

can see their crop coming to fruition and about to be harvested. However, if one family or somebody 
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were to upset temperamental spirits for whatever reason, then remember the livestock that had been 

given and therefore owned by these spirits will somehow run wild in the field and destroy crops. It 

seems that they own a lot of such animals, it’s just that we don’t know the act of owning. However if 

they are propitiated through incense offering – going to the mountain tops and burning incense, such 

acts of propitiation gives a lot of pleasure to them – they somehow help success in mundane affairs. 

It’s quite clear there are mundane forces who are themselves with the same predicaments of the 

people who turn to them, so it would be against refuge vows to seek refuge in them for liberation or 

attaining Buddhahood. If it is against refuge precepts to go for refuge in mundane powerful gods and 

spirits and the like, then who do we turn to? As you know quite well, we turn to Buddha, the fully 

awakened one; Dharma, the message of the Buddha; and Sangha, the committed practitioners on the 

path to spiritual awakening.  

Now what is the proactive precept concerning refuge in the Buddha? The prohibition is, as we know 

now, is not taking refuge in any mundane forces. What do we need to proactively do? Whenever we 

see images of the Buddha, of any material regardless of their artistic make-up or quality, we are 

required by refuge to proactively think to ourselves that there is a real Buddha in those images. The 

omniscience of the Buddha is within those images; and then, refuge in the Buddha. So what is a 

Buddha? Buddha is a person who is free from all delusions. All delusions and karmic obscurations 

together are called delusive obscuration, and a Buddha is also somebody who is free of all underlying 

predispositions of those delusions. So somebody who is said to have direct empirical knowledge of 

everything that exists, a knowledge, omniscience which is coupled with all-embracing compassion for 

all beings – such a being is a Buddha. The images, statues, paintings represent that omniscience and 

therefore [we take refuge] in the knowledge that an omniscience mind is omnipresent in their physical 

representations. Therefore, if you turn to images of the Buddha and think to ourselves we are taking 

refuge in the Buddha, that would constitute refuge too.  

So we’ll stop here today. The learning outcome that we need to take with us is the importance of 

correct motivation, how motivation determines the scope, quality of practice. Then the second 

learning outcome is precepts of each of the three refuges: Buddha, Dharma and Sangha. Buddha has 

two precepts: prohibitory precept and proactively accomplishment precept, which we covered today. 

There is also these two precepts with Dharma and Sangha, which we will cover. The main reason why 

I have chosen to go over these is that we need to be clear who we turn to for our core objective of 

liberation from samsara; otherwise we may go astray, yet think one is on the right path.  

Meditation 

Now we are going to meditate for five minutes please. Could you meditate on love and compassion 

for five minutes? While love and compassion are both spiritually uplifting, potent emotions or forces, 

the difference between them is love in general has a sense of bestowal, giving happiness, things that 

make people happy. Whereas compassion has a sense of relief, relieving others of pain and things that 

bother them, cause them suffering. Please have compassion and love for all. Think about that for five 

minutes.  

 


